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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:00]
TW:

Today is Tuesday, May 3rd, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Dr. Patrick Belmont,
Department Head for Watershed Sciences at the S.J. & Jessie E. Quinney College of Natural
Resources at Utah State University.
Dr. Belmont was also the executive member that is future, present, and past president of the USU
[Utah State University] Faculty Senate from 2018 to 2021. This is another oral history interview
for the COVID [coronavirus disease] Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron
Williams, the COVID [coronavirus disease] Collection Project graduate intern. Good morning,
Dr. Belmont.

PB:

Good morning.
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TW:

So, let's start by asking when you started your career at Utah State University and the various
different positions you've held during your USU [Utah State University] career?

PB:

I started here as an assistant professor in Watershed Sciences as a hydrologist and
geomorphologists in December of 2009. And so, as a hydrologist and geomorphologist, I studied
rivers primary, study all the math behind how water moves downstream, and carries sediment
with it, and what that does to create landscapes and, you know, flood plains. I do a lot of work on
wildfire and things like that.

TW:

And you've slowly but surely been promoted from assistant, to associate, to full. And when did
you become the department head for Watershed Science?

PB:

So, right, I was promoted to associate professor in 2015. And then I was promoted to full
professor and head of Department of Watershed Sciences in July of 2020.

[01:58]
TW:

So, before the COVID [coronavirus disease] outbreak and subsequent pandemic that affected the
world, the United States, Utah, and Utah State University, both as the USU [Utah State
University] faculty executive officer as well as a contributing member of the Watershed Science
Department, do you remember some of the major initiatives and priorities that were discussed or
that were being worked on during that time in both the Faculty Senate as well as in your
department?

PB:

Yeah. So, we were working on a lot of different things. In Faculty Senate, one of the major
initiatives that we had just started was revising the entire Faculty Code. And that was going to be
a long and arduous process. But it really needed to happen. So, yeah, that was a big effort that
was just starting to get underway.
We had also just completed a major effort in kind of re-evaluating Utah State University's
sustainability efforts, and particularly their efforts towards carbon neutrality and reducing the
carbon emissions.
You know, the university had pledged to go carbon neutral back in 2007. And what we found was
that they had made zero progress towards that goal by 2018. And there was a group of faculty
who got together in the beginning of 2018 and said, "We need to make a strong statement that
USU [Utah State University] as a land-grant institution and just as a institution of higher
education who knows the risks of climate change, we need to make a strong statement that says,
'No more. We cannot continue to have 100,000 tons of carbon emissions every year. That's just
not okay. The science is very clear on that.'"

[03:56]
And so, we went through the process of drafting a pretty strongly worded resolution and getting
that passed through Faculty Senate 56 to 1. And it certainly got the president's attention. This was
not a priority for her before that, but she realized she needed to make it a priority.
She formed a group that was tasked with figuring out how to get down to zero emissions. And we
did a tremendous amount of work, drafted a policy or drafted a plan, sent it out to the entire
university, 40,000 people, faculty, staff, and students, and got feedback from like 1,700 people,
revised it based on the feedback we got, finalized it.
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And she went in February of 2020 and endorsed it. And we were excited. It was a new plan, a
new direction for Utah State. And then March of 2020 hit.
TW:

And in Watershed Science, what were some of the priorities or major initiatives that you were
working on as a faculty?

PB:

Well, myself, as a faculty member, I was working a lot on wildfire at the time. That's a big issue
in the Western US [United States]. And we've been developing a model to determine how climate
change has been impacting wildfire throughout the Western US [United States]. If wildfire
happens, how far downstream does sediment go? And the big question we had there was, you
know, where is it impacting reservoirs? We had 137 large reservoirs across the state of Utah. We
were trying to figure out which ones are most vulnerable to wildfire because then we can maybe
take some proactive steps to reduce the risks for those reservoirs.

[06:00]
And so, we had kind of just started that project at that time and had a lot more to do on it. And
we've made some good headway, but, yeah, it's been a rough go.
TW:

So, at the turn of the new year from 2019 to 2020 brought news of a virus that had actually begun
in China that had spread to other countries around the world and had reached the shores of the
United States in early 2020. And it was on the national headlines it seemed like on a daily basis.
What exactly was the impact that you remember for you both as a executive officer for the
Faculty Senate at the time as well as a faculty member in Watershed Science?

PB:

You know, I have a very vivid memory of when this began a very real thing for me because I
have heard a little bit about, you know, what was going on over in Wuhan, China. But at that
point, I didn't understand the magnitude of it.
But Professor Rob Davies called me. And I still vividly remember picking up the phone and
saying, you know, "Hey, Rob. What's up?" because when Rob calls me, it's usually for something
pretty serious.
And he was calling me because he was concerned about the rate of spread, the likelihood that this
virus is going to spread to the US [United States], and that it could be a very serious matter. And
he was teaching a very large class. I would say it was, you know, a 200- or maybe a 300-student
class, something like that.

[07:55]
And he was asking basically Faculty Senate, what our position would be if he decided to send his
class to remote participation because he had asked his dean, and his dean was not supportive of
that.
And I know Rob well. And he had done his research. And he had even talked with the director of
Public Health at the time, who was also similarly concerned. And I said that Faculty Senate is
there for the faculty, to support the faculty and to deal with any issues that are coming forward.
And so, if he thought that was in the best interest and he felt like he had done his due diligence,
we were going to support him in that.
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You know, on one hand, that seemed so otherworldly to me that we would just send all these
students to a remote participation. But I was also at that point thinking, "Okay, this is probably
going to be a very short-term thing. And if that's what Rob thinks he needs to do to keep his
students safe, I'm going to back him up on that."
So, that was the start. And, you know, at that point, I didn't think a whole lot about my own
research program. A lot of the work that we were doing was computational, just a bunch of, you
know, mathematical modeling. So, I thought, well, that can be pretty easily done remotely if we
needed to do that.
[09:50]
And, you know, we do a lot of field work as well, but then we're out in the middle of nowhere in
most cases, and we're not interacting with a lot of people. So, I didn't see a lot of interaction there.
I was teaching hydrology class at the time, but it was a relatively small class. And at that point, it
didn't enter my mind that we may have to alter the plans.
About another week passed, and that's when it started to become a lot more apparent that this was
definitely coming here and could be a really big deal. We had no idea how it was transmitted at
that time. And so, people were just coming back from spring break. People had gone all over the
place. We knew that it was in the US [United States], in some places at that point.
But there was still a lot of uncertainty about what this meant. And I will back up a little bit to this
question and the previous question. Just thinking about Watershed Sciences in general, I mean,
we are a research powerhouse of the university. Per capita, we're almost always towards the top
of the list in terms of research funding that we bring in per faculty member, the number of papers
that we publish, and I think most importantly, the impact that we have. We're working on a lot of
really big local, statewide, national, and global problems.
And that has always been our kind of top priority with, you know, all of our educational efforts
tied very directly into our research programs. And, you know, at that point, I would say that
nobody was thinking too hard about how this was going to impact their research program. And,
you know, just looking back at those early days, it was like how naïve we were.
[12:04]
TW:

How did the discussions with the Watershed Science faculty and the department head at the time
go with moving the classes that were going on and being held in the spring semester of 2020,
moving then to remote? And how much support did Academic and Instructional Services
provide? What other resources? Just give us a flavor of the discussions?

PB:

Yeah. Well, so, in the week or two after the call I got from Rob Davies, and it became
increasingly apparent that we were going to have to make some very big shifts, I was one of the –
there was probably just five or six of us that President Cockett called together for all-day
meetings in Champ Hall to figure out what does this all mean? How are we going to deal with
this? Are we going to close the university? Are we going to shift to remote participation?
It was just a handful of us that really got around that table and had those discussions. It was all
day for I think three days in a row. And as we started, you know, the deeper we dug, the more
troubling it was. And we were all constantly kind of looking at the most recent news and research
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coming out to try to figure out, you know, how this thing was transmitted. What do we have to be
concerned about in terms of activities on campus? What are the potential legal liabilities? General
Counsel Mica McKinney was there through all those conversations.
[13:52]
And, you know, I think in that kind of first week, when it started to become very real to people,
there was a lot of fear and anxiety that kind of ripped through the community. But at the same
time, it really pulled people together. And people realized that, one, we're going to have to be
pretty isolated. And at the same time, we're going to have to find other ways to come together as a
community and support one another.
And it gave us a glimpse into this world where, gosh, grades were not on the top of our mind. It
was taking care of people was on the top of our mind. And at the same time, you know, the vast
majority of people also didn't want to just drop everything. We wanted to keep moving forward,
educating students. We wanted to keep more moving forward with research to the extent that we
can. But it all of a sudden became not the top priority.
And I think that's really important for some of these other big existential problems that we face
like climate change because we keep letting a lot of these short-term priorities get in the way of
the longer-term progress. And I think there are just so many parallels that we can learn from
there.
But the conversations within Watershed Sciences were very, I would say, straightforward and
easy, actually. We are known as a group that really has a great collegiality. We are very
supportive of one another. So, I think we really benefited from having that going into it. It wasn't
awkward, but, you know, my department head at the time, Peter Wilcock, was not in any of those
conversations.
[16:07]
And I, as a faculty member, who, I think at that point, had just been nominated to be the next
department head, was in all of those conversations. So, in a lot of ways, I was kind of driving
those conversations at the department level and kind of explaining to people the situation that we
were in, what the university was thinking about doing. And I was fielding [?] a lot of the
questions from the faculty, more so than my department head.
And, yeah, I think my memory of it was generally a really positive one, that people just kind of
accepted where we were at, and what we needed to do, and just put forward a tremendous effort
to say, "Let's do the best we can to finish classes in a way that is going to serve the students the
best and also keep people safe."
And so, it was definitely frantic. There were things coming up left and right that we had to figure
out how we were going to deal with. But overall, for me, it was a very positive experience about
how people rally in times of crises like that.
TW:

How did the students react for the second half of that Spring 2020 semester?

PB:

Yeah, the students were in so many different situations. I mean, some of the students were
financially fine and, you know, in some ways, didn't mind going to remote participation. You
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know, maybe some of them saw it as an opportunity to sleep in a little bit later and enjoy the
opportunity to call in to class from their, you know, PJs in bed still.
[17:56]
But there were a lot of students who were in very different situations and who, you know, now
couldn't work. Their jobs all of a sudden decided that, you know, they couldn't operate. They
couldn't pay them. And they were effectively, you know, terminated. And that was how they were
paying for school. That was how they were paying for food. That was how they were paying for
rent.
And so, you know, as Faculty Senate president, I was active president at the time, future president
the year before, and then past president the year after, but I was active president the year that the
pandemic started. I took it upon myself to reach out to the Development and Advancement Office
and say, "We really need to get an emergency – or the Emergency Relief Fund funded at a much
higher rate. And I know that there will be faculty who want to contribute to that because there are
faculty who are very concerned about some of these students who are in difficult positions."
And they got that up and running within 24 hours, I would say. I mean, there was an existing kind
of Student Emergency Relief Fund, but it was not well funded, and there wasn't an active drive.
But they got that going and raised a lot of money in, you know, 48 hours that ended up being
distributed to students who were at the greatest need.
You know, I think that students had a lot coming at them from their personal life. But my sense
was that students really appreciated that USU [Utah State University] was taking this so
seriously, was keeping their interests at the forefront, and was handling it in a way that we were.
[20:00]
One other thing that I remember really clearly as Faculty Senate president, I recognized that this
was going to create all kinds of other problems for faculty and staff who have kids who then
couldn't go to their K12 [ kindergarten through 12th grade] classes. And now we've got a massive
health or child care issue.
And so, I set up a survey for faculty and staff and was asking them how the K12 [ kindergarten
through 12th grade] school closure was going to impact them and what we could be doing to help
support them.
And, you know, there were definitely some things that came out of that. And it was clear that
USU [Utah State University] was going to have to be a lot more flexible about how people were
getting their jobs done. And to their credit, to specifically President Cockett's credit, they were.
They were very responsive to that and created a lot more flexibility in how we were getting the
jobs done on, you know, over a very short time frame.
But, you know, there were still a lot of people who were going through really challenging times.
I'll give President Cockett a lot of credit about how she led the university through this. I think she
did a tremendous job. And one of the things that she did in recognizing that a lot of students were
losing their jobs off campus, she just said, "Let's open the doors to giving students jobs. If they
need a job to make rent, we're going to create jobs in facilities. We're going to create jobs with
people cleaning classrooms."
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And she didn't know where we were going to come up with the money for that. She just said,
"We got to do it." And we did.
TW:

Yeah. Fortunately, there was some COVID [coronavirus disease] CARES [Coronavirus Aid,
Relief, and Economic Security] money that started to appear. And some of these activities like
cleaning became really crucial. And we were able to employ students that needed the funds.

[22:00]
PB:

There was. But, you know, that was totally unclear at the point where President Cockett made
that initial decision. I mean, she was going to keep people first. And she was going to figure it out
down the road. And I give her a tremendous amount of credit for that. That was really leadership.
I know a lot of other institutions that didn't take that approach. They were worried about the
money. And a lot of people probably got hurt. A lot more people I think got hurt at those
institutions where the president was not keeping people at the front and center.

TW:

So, in June of 2020, the decision was made that the students would return to campus in the fall
semester of 2020. And I've talked to people from USU [Utah State University] Housing Services,
Resident Life, Dining Services, you know, preparing for the return of the students, as well as
Robert Wagner and James Morales about administratively, how were we going to prepare for the
students' return and have instruction provided safely and allow for all the things in the guidelines
that COVID [coronavirus disease] had created and impacted at least the experience of the
students at Utah State University?
What did that look like as far as the discussion that either Faculty Senate had, and I don't know if
you meet in the summer or not, I should know that, but in the early fall, as well as discussions
within the College of Natural Resources and Watershed Sciences about what fall semester would
look like and how you would provide instruction?

PB:

Yeah. Well, so getting to the end of Spring 2020 semester, everybody breathed a sigh of relief.
Everybody was exhausted and needed a little bit of a break. That was very odd finishing those last
couple of Faculty Senate meetings in spring of 2020 as the Faculty Senate president in an empty
room here in the library, where I was just Zooming out to all these people who were just trying to
figure out how to use Zoom.

[24:06]
You know, most of them had never used it. And there was a lot of, you know, "This person, can
you please mute. And this person, you know, we need you to unmute now so you can speak,"
blah, blah, blah.
But, you know, after those first couple of days, where we were kind of doing all-day meetings,
President Cockett set up what was called the COVID [coronavirus disease] Stabilization Meeting.
And we met weekly during the rest of the Spring 2020 semester and then had other meetings kind
of throughout the week in smaller groups.
And then we met throughout the entire summer, I think it was every Thursday, for a couple of
hours to talk through all of these details. And those meetings were really enlightening to me
because there were so many aspects of this university that I had never had to think about before.
You know, we were talking about ventilation on the Aggie shuttle, you know, and how we could,
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you know, change that to allow people to still take the Shuttle, reduce, you know, transmission of
the virus, things like that, ventilation in all the buildings.
We were talking about a lot of really, I mean, in one way, they're kind of minutia details, but they
all mattered. And we had this group of it was probably 25 or 30 people that were showing up to
these meetings every week to prepare for, you know, how we were going to delivery or what we
could deliver, first of all, and then how we were going to deliver it during the fall semester.
[25:51]
And what I'll say is, you know, again, it was really inspiring just to see the response of all of the
upper administration figuring out new ways to do things, figuring out how they could be flexible.
Robert Wagner was incredible. You know, his team did so much work to support faculty making
this transition to teaching fully online when so many faculty had never even opened a Zoom
meeting before.
And, you know, athletics and housing, I mean, and so many different issues – I can't believe I'm
forgetting his name now, in Biological Engineering who developed the technique –
TW:

Keith Roper.

PB:

Keith Roper, yeah. Keith Roper was working on figuring out how we can monitor the virus in the
waste water. And I loved kind of geeking out with him on the science of that because my training
started in genetics. And I still, you know, am really just amazed with some of the things we can
do with environmental monitoring in genetics.
So, it was all of these different details that, yeah, there was a lot of concern about what this was
going to be like. But I felt really good about where we were at. With all the constraints that we
had, I felt like we were doing absolutely the best job that we could do for everyone involved
while continuing to move forward with our mission as an institution, you know? And I think we
really kept our eye on that. So, in a lot of ways, it was anxiety-ridden but also inspiring at the
same time.

TW:

Do you have field camps or field trips as part of the Watershed Science? And do you have those
in the fall semester? And what did those, or how were those, or were those actual things that you
had done? Or did you find some alternative way of creating the experience for the students in the
fall semester?

[28:06]
PB:

So, for fall of 2020, one of our big field trips is what we call the Graduate Student Induction
course. It's a one-credit course the week before the fall semester starts, where we take all of our
incoming grad students out into the field for five days. And it's kind of a cohort building exercise
for them also exposing them to the breadth of this interdisciplinary watershed sciences. And it's
an amazing epic trip. We go down to the Great Salt Lake. We spend time in Logan River
Watershed up in Bear Lake. And then we've gone to the Uintas or the Tetons.
And it's really, yeah, a great way for students to start their time here. And we knew we could not
do that full trip. We didn't want people spending hours in a van going up to the Tetons or
wherever.
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So, but we were still trying to save some, you know, element of that. So, we basically had like a
two-day induction course, where, you know, a good portion of it was here on campus, where we
were just trying to go through some of the nuts and bolts about grad school. And then we did kind
of minimal things to get people together kind of socially and get them to be interacting and
developing some cohort feel.
A lot of our field trips for classes ended up being canceled. We did a handful of them, but for the
most part, the faculty just had to come up with creative ways to give students the best experience
they could. And, you know, in a lot of cases, that meant them going out into the field, videoing
themselves, which is a lot harder than it sounds. I can speak from experience. And, yeah, I think
we handled that as best we could. But, yeah, it was rough.
[30:00]
TW:

How was the research of your faculty as far as the number of products, the impact to the research,
just the quantity of research during that academic year of 2020-2021?

PB:

You know, I'll say I expected the outputs to be more damaged than they were. You know, we
typically think of outputs in terms of, you know, the grants that get funded, papers that get
published, and, you know, some metrics of impact that we're having.
And, you know, I think if anything, there was probably more of a dip in the impact we were
having only because everybody else was thinking about the pandemic and not thinking about
some of these other water, and climate, and, you know, fish-related issues that were still going on,
that were still really important.
But the impact piece is the hardest one to measure. And so, in that respect, you know, it's hard to
put a number on how impactive that was. But, you know, we still had faculty who were moving
forward with getting proposals submitted and getting them funded. And we still had people
moving forward with publishing papers.
And so, you know, I don't know everything that people went through to keep those trains on their
respective rails. But generally speaking, people did. And, you know, for me, that was just more
frequent check-ins with my students and postdocs and making sure that, number one, they were
safe, and they were okay, and their anxiety levels were manageable, and that they were figuring
out a way to kind of reorganize their life so that they could get this stuff done while taking care of
everything else.

[32:02]
I think maybe a silver lining of this is it forced all of us, all of the faculty, all the administration to
be thinking more comprehensively about people and that people aren't just workers who show up
and get a job done that you're paying them to do. People are people. And they have, I mean, in
this case lots of other things they need to be concerned about outside of work. But they always
have things that they need to be concerned about outside of work.
And, you know, I think it has just created this sense that we can be more flexible. When we
demonstrate that we care about people as whole people, they can maintain or increase
productivity in the right ways, where they're prioritizing the things that are really important. And
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we kind of get rid of some of the things that are less important, that maybe we thought we needed
to be doing and, you know what, it turns out we didn't need to be doing some of those things.
TW:

So, what were the discussions in the Faculty Senate that first full COVID [coronavirus disease]
academic year related to the university's response or the impact of COVID [coronavirus disease]
at Utah State?

PB:

You know, I think a lot of it was in trying to strike that right balance between keeping people safe
and trying to do, you know, the best job that we can do in our mission here on, you know, the
research, and education, and extension outreach side of things.

[33:52]
You know, I wouldn't say there were a lot of really tense meetings. It's not that the faculty came
to those meetings feeling like they hadn't been supported or the university wasn't doing what they
could. And I know that that was the case at a number of other institutions. And, you know, in
some cases, they were probably right: The faculty were not being supported in the ways that they
needed to be. In other cases, I think there were communication problems, and there were more
perceptive problems than real problems about the level of support that was being provided or was
possible.
Here, I felt like USU [Utah State University] did a pretty good job of communicating and, you
know, constantly updating the messaging as we were learning more. And, yeah, I'm trying to
think through the other issues that we were trying to work through in Faculty Senate. I mean, the
rewriting the Faculty Code got put a little bit on the backburner. But we did have some really
pressing issues from basically the equity issues, the Office of Equity. The Department of Justice
was just finishing up a major investigation.
And USU [Utah State University] was being told to make some significant changes in how we
deal with sexual harassment, sexual misconduct issues here. And we had to keep moving forward
on that. And there were a number of other more minor cases that were coming forward in that
respect. And we had to figure out, you know, how we could bring faculty panels together to
evaluate these, you know, handful of sexual misconduct cases while still dealing with all these
other problems. And how much can you really ask of faculty to do at one time? And yeah, that
was another big issue we were moving forward on.
[36:06]
TW:

Did you teach any face-to-face courses that first full academic year of 2020-2021?

PB:

So, spring of 2021, my hydrology class was hybrid. And so, I taught it face-to-face for, you
know, about half to two-thirds of the class would show up in class, and then I'd always have some
on Zoom.
And that worked okay. I mean, it wasn't great, but I was trying to constantly kind of rope in the
Zoom students and make sure that they were remaining activity engaged because it was just too
easy to kind of, you know, connect to the call. And then they can Zoom and do whatever, you
know, else you need to do.
I know that there were some students who decided that, well, they could go into work because
they had to work during these hours, but then they would just call in to class. And they would try
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to pay attention while they were, you know, at the check-out, you know, at Al's Sporting Goods
or whatever.
And, you know, I think there was a little bit of going back and forth and the balance between
trying to be as flexible as we could for students and trying to maintain educational standards. And
I think everybody kind of went back and forth on different sides of that at different times because,
you know, you're not going to tell a student they can't work.
But maybe have a conversation with them about, "Hey, you really need to try to adjust your work
schedule so that you can actually engage in class because this can't be about just getting a
checkbox, you know, that you're going to get, you know, a B, or C, or whatever and move on.
That's not going to serve you well down the road. And so, you know, we need you to be thinking
really deliberately about how you're striking that balance."
[38:13]
And, you know, I never felt like it was my role as a faculty member to make those decisions for
students, but I did have a number of conversations like that with students as, you know, in my
class and also as department head just to try to get them to see a little bit more of the bigger
picture, because I could understand that it'd be hard for them to see that from where they were at.
They just needed to make rent. You know, maybe this wasn't a really high-priority class for them.
But in the bigger picture, I think, you know, it's important they maintain their own standards
towards what they're working for.
TW:

So, I know that the State Legislature in the 2021 session, I think it came out in March or April,
that they mandated that all publicly-funded universities in the state of Utah provide 75% to 80%
of their in-person classes that they had provided in the fall of 2019. They also laxed the social
distancing and the mask-wearing mandates.
I know here in the library, we actually had to change all our signage to comply with some of these
mandates for the fall semester, the academic year and fall semester of 2021. What did that look
like in Watershed Science? And maybe also, what were the discussions in the Faculty Senate in
the second year, the current academic year as far as COVID [coronavirus disease] and what the
State Legislature was expecting of the university?

PB:

So, if I remember correctly, they mandated that that percentage of classes be in person. And also,
they mandated that we could not require masks.

[40:00]
And, you know, I found that to be such an overreach to have mandated both of those things at the
same time. Utah tends to pride itself on having, you know, this small government approach. And
yet you had all these libertarians who were voting to, you know, mandate something statewide. It
was pretty shocking to me, and it was, you know, one of those early things that I think got me
thinking about running for State Legislature, which I am now running for State Legislature, that,
you know, I think they were in a difficult position. They wanted to have good experiences for
students across the state. And I think they were concerned about how decisions were being made
at the local level.
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But, you know, I disagree that the answer to that is then creating a one-size-fits-all. So, there was
a lot of frustration that the Legislature did that and that USU [Utah State University] did not push
back against it, or to the extent that USU did push back against it, it didn't go anywhere, and for
that matter, that all USHE [Utah System of Higher Education] institutions didn't push back
against it. You know, there are detrimental impacts of wearing masks in class. It's harder to
communicate.
[41:56]
And we had been experiencing that for a year already. That pales in comparison to seeing one of
your students, you know, a 20-year-old kid or young adult, have to go to the ER [emergency
room] and be put on a ventilator. No. To me, there's no question. We can wear masks a bit longer
if it's going to keep our students out of the ER [emergency room].
And I know USU [Utah State University] had students who went to the ER [emergency room]. I
think we had students who went on ventilators. And I think one of the big lost data sets
throughout all of that is within local communities, how many people ended up in that situation? I
found out almost a year after the fact that one of our students in our department was on a
ventilator.
And, I mean, I was shocked, actually, that that information had not been conveyed to me. But the
student, you know, that was very personal for them. And they weren't ready to talk about it right
after the fact.
But I think when we ignore data like that and when we don't make those types of data public, it
makes it very easy for people to dehumanize the problem. When they don't know that their
neighbor ended up being on a ventilator and maybe died, you know, is one of those people, it
makes it really easy for people to just go back to the, "Well, I'm not going to wear a mask. This is
America, and I can do what I want. And, you know, if somebody else wants to wear a mask, that's
up to them." That's not the way public health works.
[43:57]
So, I think we ended up, you know, we were already having so much division in this country as it
was, being stoked a lot of anti-science sentiment, baseless anti-science sentiment. And I think it
was just another strike at this notion that we can pull together as a community to say that no,
nobody can wear a mask. And, yes, you're all going to get back together in small rooms for
extended periods of time.
You know, there are very few medical doctors in the Legislature. I'm sure the ones that there were
were highly opposed to it.
TW:

I know John Mortensen, who we interviewed actually worked on a assigned seating approach to a
lot of the face-to-face classes and actually, you know, created it so that the contact tracing, if
there was an outbreak, could occur, and that we were trying to make lemonade out of the
situation. But it was a much more difficult, much more different approach than the first year of
the pandemic.
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PB:

It's true. And I really, I have been just amazed with what, yeah, John and his group were able to
do throughout this. At the same time, it kind of just added another thing that faculty had to think
about on top of everything else. And they were so exhausted at that point.
And, you know, AIS [Academic and Instructional Services] made it as easy as they could, but it
was still just this one other thing that I know a lot of people, you know, were just a little bit more
stressed over.

[45:52]
TW:

Well, this is a good segue to my next question, which is how would you gauge the mental health
of the faculty, both from your perspective as an executive officer in the Faculty Senate as well as
the faculty member of Watershed Science, your staff, the students that you work with and came
directly in contact with over the two years of the pandemic? And are there any lasting effects?

PB:

I can't imagine that there won't be significant lasting effects from this. And I don't think we have
gotten to the point yet where we even understand what we've gone through. I've been talking with
a lot more psychologists lately, specifically in terms of environmental psychology as it relates to
climate change.
But the conversations I've had with them, you know, they're drawing a lot of parallels between
COVID [coronavirus disease], and what we've been through, and all the anxiety, and just kind of
how the foundation of people's lives have been kind of ripped out from under them with respect
to COVID [coronavirus disease], and thinking about that over the longer term with respect to
climate change.
And, you know, I can see some good things coming out to the other end of it because it has
shaken up the status quo. It has made us realize that there are other ways to exist, and to interact
with each other, and to support each other.
But it has also, you know, created a lot of anxiety that people are going to be grappling with, you
know, maybe for the rest of their lives. And it may change the way that they interact with
individuals for the rest of their lives and at a time where I think the only way forward, the only
positive way forward is to come together more and more as a community.

[47:58]
It has undermined a lot of the, I guess, structures and mindsets that we have had about being
community, and working together, and talking through issues respectfully and civilly. And, you
know, that's a long way from what I was saying that I felt the sentiment was when this all started,
that I felt like it did pull so many people together. And then, because it kind of went on, and on,
and on and affected so many people in so many different ways that I feel like we have seen things
go the other direction. And it's kind of added to this divisiveness and this partisan polarity that
we're seeing particularly in the US [United States]. We're as divided now as we have been since
the Civil War.
And I think the challenge before us right now is finding a way back, and not back to where we
were but back to the sense of community that's going to get us through not just the rest of this
pandemic but through all these other crises that we face. And at the core of it is climate change
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because climate change then amplifies all these other issues that we're concerned about. So, to
me, that is the heart of the path forward.
TGRW: So, we've spoken to a few other professors, department heads, and it's something that we've
heard from a few of them is this kind of sense of a lost generation. How is student enrollment
affected within your department?
[49:58]
PB:

Within my department in the college, it's been down a little bit, you know, on the order of like
5%, something like that. But it hasn't been devastating. I think a lot of other institutions have
fared a lot worse.
You know, I think people are still kind of grappling with, you know, trying to figure out what the
new normal is and what this means, you know, for education moving forward, for their careers
that they had planned on moving forward.
So, I think even people who have stayed enrolled are maybe a little bit more tenuous than they
were before. And that's very concerning to me because, I mean, I think the long-term viability of
higher education is going to be tied to how we deal with the climate problem. And this has
showed us that, yeah, we can have kind of short drops in enrollment. And we can get through
them.
But, you know, the transmission of these types of diseases increases as climate change gets
worse. The likelihood of civil disorder and wars increases as climate change get worse. And those
have feedbacks to these exact types of disturbances. So, how many of these can we sustain, and
for how long? And how much trust do we lose in the younger generations about what the future
looks like? Those are the big-picture things that I am really concerned about because if people
lose trust in their future, it doesn't make sense to go to college. It just doesn't.

[52:07]
And I think that at this point, universities have a really important role to play in rebuilding that
trust and making sure that we're not only training students today, but that we're training them for
careers, and a society, and an economy that's going to be working for them in the future. And I
don't think we're on a very good track in that respect. I think there's a lot of big changes that need
to happen to get us on that track.
TGRW: Can you offer any specific examples of that continuousness in the students that you're
overseeing?
PB:

Yeah. You know, I have seen a big shift away from research-oriented undergraduates and towards
more like restoration, practitioner career paths. We've got a lot fewer students thinking that, you
know, research is necessarily the answer. I think a lot more people are saying, "Well, we've done
a lot of research. We really get it. It's really about putting the things we know into practices."
That's where they want to see their future.
And, I mean, that is a little bit concerning to me because I think continuing research is really
important as well. But I am definitely seeing that shift. I'm seeing big decreases in the number of
PhD applicants and also big decreases in the number of applications we're getting for faculty
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positions. People are looking at those positions and saying, "Yeah, I don't know if a tenure-track
position is worth it. They don't pay that well."
[54:08]
There's so much stress to be handling all these different things, research, and outreach, and
education. And there's still this kind of publish-or-perish mentality, where the number of papers
you publish and the impact factors are premo in terms of evaluations. And because we don't have
good ways to measure the impact, a lot of places are just not counting it.
And I've made a very deliberate effort in my two years now as department head to turn that
conversation around. But I think that's a lot of what's going through people's minds, from the
undergraduate level up through faculty levels, that they want to see us doing real things. And it
doesn't matter how easy or hard it is to count, they want to see real change being made.
And so, I think that's where we need to be going, you know, from the ground up. It's about
rebuilding that trust, that we're doing real things.
TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your experience with the COVID [coronavirus
disease] pandemic at Utah State University?

PB:

How many more hours do we have? No, this has been great. You know, I think the one other
thing that I'd want to say is that we had that final Greenhouse Gas Reduction Plan passed in
February of 2020. President Cockett fully endorsed it. It's understandable that she kind of took
her eye off of it.

[55:59]
There was still progress made. But, you know, I think we're at a point where there's no more time
for delays. That problem doesn't stop, it just gets worse. And we'll probably see the highest rate of
emissions in the history of human beings in 2022, you know?
So, I'm hoping that we take some of the lessons that we've learned here about people coming
together and about divisions that have been created and we apply those to solving this much
bigger problem moving forward at the scale of, I mean, individuals but certainly the scale of this
land-grant institution, at the scale of the state, and the country, and ultimately globally.
You know, a lot of people have taken their eye off that, and they're starting to come back around
to it. But we have to make sure that the next disturbance, whatever it is, whether it's another
pandemic around the corner, or this one that pops back up and in a different variant or whatever,
or another war, we have to make sure that the next disturbance does not just keep diverting our
attention to what needs to happen. And that's getting the fossil fuels turned off. That's what it
really comes down to.
So, I've been working every day towards that goal, even through the pandemic. And I'm going to
keep doing that.
TW:

Dr. Belmont, I would like to thank you for your time this morning, discussing your experiences
during the COVID [coronavirus disease] pandemic at Utah State University.

PB:

Thank you. It's been a real pleasure. I'm thrilled that you're doing this.

USU COVID-19 2022: DR. PATRICK BELMONT

15

[End recording – 57:47]
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